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Executive Summary

The early proponents of air power believed that with suitable aircraft, and control
of the air, airmen would make surface operations impossible and irrelevant. In the
years since they made these predictions, aircraft have gained capabilities far beyond
those predicted by early advocates. However, airmen are still searching for a
strategy that will guarantee the results their predecessors promised. Instead of
replacing surface forces, air power has become their indispensable partner. Air
power contributes to the security, mobility, and firepower of joint forces, but its
primary contribution may be air superiority.

For the last 40 years, United States military forces have enjoyed almost total
control of the air. Although control of the air doesn’t itself destroy or defeat the bulk
of enemy forces, it establishes conditions that allow joint military forces to do so by
providing freedom of action and strategic flexibility. Air supremacy has provided our
surface, sea, and air forces the freedom to operate without fear of significant enemy
surveillance or interference. This freedom of action provides strategic flexibility for
joint force commanders. With air supremacy, nothing is impossible. Without it,
everything is difficult.

American forces have become accustomed to their air supremacy. Has 40 years of
familiarity bred contempt? Does air superiority still matter in a changing world?
Would a reduced American counterair capability impact future joint force success?

This paper is designed to provide future joint force commanders a basic
understanding of counterair doctrine, strategy, forces, and issues by demonstrating
the continuing importance of rapid air supremacy, identifying problem areas that
may limit future counterair effectiveness, and recommending solutions. To
accomplish this goal, the author analyzes service and joint counterair doctrine,
examines the counterair strategy process, discusses counterair force options,
describes current interservice issues that affect counterair forces, and uses service
visions of war to show why counterair forces will continue to play a critical role in
American joint operations.

By analyzing counterair doctrine, the author shows that, although all the services
seek air superiority, each component pursues control of the air for its own purposes.
Together, the service doctrines built to fit these different visions contain all the
pieces of an effective counterair doctrine, but joint doctrine does not put them
together into an effective whole. An effective joint counterair doctrine should provide
a unified counterair vision and describe how joint forces should work together to
achieve this decisive air supremacy.

The author’s examination of the counterair strategy process shows how joint force
commanders should balance objectives, the balance of forces, the nature of the
theater, and policy limits to build a counterair strategy that links means to ends by
choosing methods, targets, and attack timing. A counterair force that fails to achieve
an appropriate balance between air and surface elements or offensive and defensive



efforts will limit the joint force commander’s strategic options. A balanced counterair
force doesn’t guarantee command of the air, but it does provide strategic choices and
allows commanders to adjust to changing situations. Air defense requires a mix of
surface and air systems, but an integrated system employing an effective Joint
Engagement Zone will provide adequate air and missile defense while freeing most
aircraft for offensive actions. Rapid air supremacy requires offensive attacks on
targets that provide short-term effects across the enemy system.

The author’s discussion of current counterair issues shows that the services
appreciate the product (freedom of action for land, sea, and air forces) that control of
the air provides, but neglect the process of obtaining it. Current air power disputes
emphasize the control and targeting of air resources, and slight the potential impact
of these issues on America’s future ability to control the air and space.

Reduced defense budgets will force the services to concentrate their efforts and
resources on the core capabilities that are essential to service visions of war. This
concentration on core interests will eliminate the resource overlap that allowed US
forces to enjoy air supremacy without coordinating their counterair forces, and
compel the services to rely on joint assistance. No single service possesses all the
counterair resources required to defend its forces or gain control of the air; joint
integration is essential to continued air dominance. To ensure counterair success,
integration must both eliminate redundancy and prevent the elimination of critical
joint capabilities. Successful integration will require a common counterair doctrine, a
timely modernization plan that stresses service capability and joint compatibility,
and continuous joint training.

American forces expect air supremacy, and depend on it. Rapid, decisive control of
the air promotes joint force initiative, agility, depth, synchronization, and versatility.
Reduced counterair capabilities will increase the time it takes to achieve superiority,
or limit the degree of superiority that can be achieved. Reduced superiority will limit,
or delay, the joint force commander’'s options and freedom of action, and may lead to
higher total costs, failure to achieve the joint force commander’s objectives, or an
American reluctance to attempt military action. Integrated joint counterair
operations are the key to rapid air supremacy and essential to continued joint force
success. Successful integration will depend on how well joint force commanders
understand and direct the counterair process.
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Chapter 1

Air Superiority and Joint Operations

The early proponents of air power had great expectations for their untested
weapons of war. They claimed that air forces would soon bypass the carnage
of modern ground war, unmolested by surface forces, to strike directly at the
vital centers of enemy nations and eliminate their capability or will to fight.
With suitable aircraft, and control of the air, airmen would make surface
operations impossible and irrelevant.

In the intervening years, aircraft have gained capabilities far beyond those
predicted by the early proponents. Nuclear-armed intercontinental bombers
and missiles seemed to make surface forces obsolete. The recent marriage of
modern stealth attack craft and precision guided munitions created a potent
weapon that can penetrate almost any current defense and destroy almost
any target. As a result, aircraft have assumed an increasingly important and
independent role in modern warfare.

However, airmen are still searching for a strategy that will guarantee the
results promised by their predecessors. Surface forces have not become
irrelevant, and armed with their own integrated aircraft and air defenses,
continue to perform their traditional missions of controlling the surface by
occupying it.

Instead of replacing surface forces, air power has become their
indispensable partner. The US Army, Navy, and Marine Corps have all
integrated their own aviation and air defense elements into their forces and
doctrine. The growth of modern air power has not eliminated the surface
forces, but joint forces have become so dependent on its contributions that
war has become unthinkable without it. Air power contributes to the security,
mobility, and firepower of joint forces, but its primary contribution may be air
superiority.!

For the last 40 years, United States military forces have enjoyed almost
total control of the air. Although control of the air doesn't itself destroy or
defeat the bulk of enemy forces, it provides the freedom of action and strategic
flexibility that allow joint military forces to do so.2

Air supremacy has provided our surface, sea, and air forces the freedom to
operate without fear of significant enemy air surveillance or interference.3
This freedom of action allows surface forces to maneuver in large,
concentrated formations, gather and supply the resources required for
offensive operations, and employ their organic aviation components without
interference. It allows sea forces to operate when and where they choose, to
employ their great firepower and resources offensively, and project rapid,



sustainable national power. It allows air forces to use their range and speed
to conduct independent and integrated air attacks, operate safely from vital
air bases, and deliver and supply surface forces through the air.

This freedom of action provides joint force commanders with strategic
flexibility. With air supremacy, joint force commanders can seize the
initiative. The joint force commander’'s maneuver options are only limited by
space, time, and resources, while enemy options are restricted by friendly air
operations. With air supremacy, joint forces acquire the agility required to
react faster than the enemy, concentrate forces, and achieve overwhelming
force ratios at the point of attack. With air supremacy, American firepower
can be unleashed to limit the enemy’s security, mobility, and firepower across
the depth of his positions. Joint force commanders can aggressively
synchronize combat forces with the supporting surveillance, electronic
warfare, and firepower that multiply the effectiveness of all American forces.
With air supremacy, versatile air, sea, and surface forces can shift from
counterair roles to surface targets and concentrate in support of the joint
force commander’'s ultimate objectives. Air supremacy provides strategic
options for joint force commanders.# With air supremacy, nothing is
impossible. Without it, everything is difficult.>

American forces have become accustomed to their air supremacy. Has 40
years of familiarity bred contempt? Does air superiority still matter in a
changing world? Would a reduced American counterair capability impact
future joint force success?%

Each service possesses a core vision of the nature of war and the place of
their service in it. Current service visions were developed under the umbrella
of American air supremacy, and the pervasive air dominance that has become
“an American birthright”” influences service strategies, doctrine, and force
structure.

Joint operations depend on integrating forces designed to fit these separate
service visions. Air superiority, like other aspects of joint operations, is not
the product of any one service’s vision. Each service fields significant
counterair resources, and continued American air supremacy depends on the
maintenance and modernization of service counterair capabilities and the
successful integration of these service capabilities into a joint force. This joint
counterair force is threatened by past successes, changing and uncertain
threats, and reduced budgets.

American counterair forces have a history of success. US forces began to
learn the importance of air superiority in World War I, and they achieved air
supremacy over the Germans and Japanese in World War 11 after a long and
costly struggle. Aggressive offensive air operations forced North Korea and
North Vietnam to operate defensively. Although Korean and Vietnamese air
defenses extracted a significant cost in aircraft and aircrews, they were not
able to pose significant air threats to American surface forces.8 In the long
cold war with the Soviet Union, US counterair forces expanded on their past
lessons and fielded improved air superiority aircraft and deployed, for the
first time, sophisticated surface-to-air missiles (SAM). Most recently, US



counterair forces achieved total supremacy against Iragi aircraft in a matter
of hours and decimated enemy SAM defenses in a few days.? Indeed, US
forces have become accustomed to air supremacy. If familiarity with air
supremacy breeds contempt for the details of the counterair process, changing
air threats and reduced defense budgets may limit future joint force success.

The demise of the Soviet threat and the appearance of Iragi Scuds signaled
contradictory changes in counterair threats. The collapse of the Soviet Union
eliminated the planning model that American forces had used to define future
requirements, and mandated corresponding cuts in American force structure.
However, sophisticated Soviet weapons systems still exist, and together with
exported US and European systems, they are joining third world forces in
increasing numbers.10 The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and
cruise and ballistic missile delivery systems introduced new air threats as
well, and new requirements for American counterair forces.11 Superiority over
air threats is no longer enough; counterair forces must now control the air
and space. These new counterair requirements collide head-on with the
reality of reduced defense budgets.

Reduced defense budgets will affect all the services by limiting force size,
readiness, and modernization, and the services' counterair forces reflect these
limits. Reduced budgets may also lead to interservice disagreements as the
services vie to maintain their share of declining resources or maintain control
over the forces they consider essential to their success. These struggles for
control rarely address counterair forces directly, but may have unexpected
effects on American counterair capabilities.

If reduced budgets limit American counterair capabilities, the counterair
forces may not be able to satisfy the air superiority requirements specified by
the service visions of war. A prolonged counterair campaign, or a campaign
that fails to gain the degree of air superiority required by service visions, may
result in reduced strategic flexibility, higher costs, or failure to achieve the
joint force commander’s (JFC) objectives. If enemy air or missile forces can
interfere with the movement or supply of joint forces, they will reduce the
options available to joint force commanders. With limited options, the JFC
may have to choose courses of action that increase the human and materiel
costs of the campaign. Increased costs may lead to a reluctance to commit US
forces and a failure to attempt military operations or achieve national
objectives.

Counterair forces play a critical role in American joint operations, and joint
force commanders must be prepared to effectively direct counterair forces to
obtain the air supremacy American forces depend on. This paper is designed
to provide a basic understanding of counterair doctrine, strategy, forces, and
issues for JFCs by demonstrating the continuing importance of rapid air
supremacy, identifying problem areas that may limit future counterair
effectiveness, and recommending solutions. In the next chapter, I'll examine
American counterair doctrine and show that the pieces of an effective doctrine
are present, but they have yet to be put together. In chapter 3, I'll discuss the
factors that influence the counterair strategy process; and in chapter 4,



discuss the forces required to ensure continued American control of the air
and space. In chapter 5, I'll show that the US military understands the
importance of air superiority, but current interservice issues neglect the
process of attaining it; and in chapter 6, show the continued importance of
rapidly achieved air supremacy by describing the counterair requirements
needed to execute the services’ visions of war, the current problems that may
limit counterair effectiveness, and the growing importance of a joint approach
to counterair operations. In the final chapter, I'll provide recommendations
and a summary.

Notes

1. Anyone who has to fight, even with the most modern weapons, against an enemy in
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in Phillip S. Meilinger, “Achieving Air Superiority: Issues and Considerations” (Unpublished
paper, School of Advanced Airpower Studies, Maxwell AFB, Ala., February 1994), 1.

2. Air superiority is not an end in itself. See Meilinger, 1, and John D. W. Corley, Air
Superiority: Blunting Near Sighted Criticism, study project (Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: US Army
War College,1993), 4.

3. John W. Day, Air Superiority and AirLand Operations (Fort Leavenworth, Kans.: US
Army Command and General Staff College, 1992), 77; and Gen Omar N. Bradley, Effect of Air
Power on Military Operations: Western Europe (Wiesbaden, Germany, 1945), 17.
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Chapter 2

Visions and Doctrine

The US military pursues competing visions of war. Each vision is advocated
by a military service, and emphasizes the importance of that service’s
primary medium (air, land, or sea) or mission. The services then develop the
doctrine and forces required to execute these visions. For example, the Air
Force believes the control and exploitation of air and space provide the key to
success, and its doctrine and acquisition priorities stress air forces capable of
achieving this control and exploitation through independent actions. The
Army thinks that the successful execution of the land campaign is the
decisive element, and directs its efforts toward perfecting the corps’ battle.
The Navy and Marine Corps have put their faith in maneuver from the sea,
and are building a new doctrine that stresses littoral warfare via sea control
and power projection. In an attempt to reconcile these service visions, the
Joint Staff provides doctrine and structure to integrate these competing views
into a unified vision of joint warfare.2

Competing views also divide joint visions. In one view, each service
provides unique capabilities aligned with its service vision, but the broad
range of capabilities maintained by each service may generate significant
overlap between forces. In this specialized view, joint commanders choose a
capability they need to meet their objectives, and designate a single service to
lead in the execution of that mission. The other services provide support as
required. This approach requires minimum joint coordination or training, and
allows the services to function through service command structures with little
interference. It may, however, encourage the services to pursue independent
operations for independent objectives, forfeiting the cost and effectiveness
benefits of cooperation.3

The second approach stresses the synergy of integrated operations. Joint
commanders identify a required capability, and each service provides the
appropriate elements from its forces. The service forces are then combined,
under a joint command, to produce the desired effect.# This approach provides
unity of effort and should ensure the coordination of forces toward common
goals. But taken to an extreme, it may compromise combat effectiveness if the
desire to include each service in the solution becomes more important than
choosing the most appropriate solution.>

The services all favor both approaches from time to time, and they often
shift their advocacy from position to position based on whether or not they are
the dominant service in a particular mission area. For example, the Air Force
believes it should lead in theater air operations but advocates a synergistic



approach to surface warfare. The Army thinks the corps commander should
lead in all land targeting decisions, but takes a team approach to theater air
defense. The Navy believes that a naval commander must control maritime
air power, but still wants to play in offensive land strikes.

Service visions, and their approach to joint operations, affect joint warfare
by influencing the service doctrine and forces that provide the building blocks
for joint operations. In this chapter, I'll examine current counterair doctrine
as expressed in the appropriate joint and service doctrine publications.

Why doctrine? Doctrine provides a record of what organizations declare
they believe about the best way to accomplish their missions and objectives.
Although the meaning and use of doctrine varies from service to service,
written doctrine provides a way to examine the ideas of the individual
services and compare and contrast their views.6 Joint force commanders must
understand counterair doctrine to know how the services hope to achieve air
superiority, and why they want to do it their way.

Doctrine

Examining this doctrine is difficult because much of current US doctrine is
being revised as a result of rapidly changing international and domestic
circumstances. The end of the cold war and the ascent of regional strategies
have prompted the services to re-examine their doctrine in light of changing
threats and shifting emphasis. In addition, rapidly shrinking defense budgets
have produced a shrinking force, and current doctrine must also change to fit
the new force structure.’ Finally, current service and joint doctrine must also
reflect the increasing emphasis on joint planning and operations.8

Definitions

Definitions play an important part in joint and service doctrine. These
definitions are shared by all the services and provide a common language for
debate and discussion. Joint definitions affect military actions by shaping the
debate and forces. The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) define air superiority as
“that degree of dominance of one force over another which permits the
conduct of operations by the former and its related land, sea, and air forces at
a given time and place without prohibitive interference by the opposing
force.”® Although the enemy can still resist, air superiority provides the
freedom of action that allows the JFC to operate air, land, and sea forces
when and where he chooses. The JCS define air supremacy as “that degree of
air superiority wherein the opposing air force is incapable of effective
interference.”1® With air supremacy, friendly forces are free to operate
without fear of air attack.

Both of these definitions relate air effectiveness to the friendly forces’
ability to operate, and only discuss opposing air operations in terms of the
enemy forces’ ability, or inability, to interfere with friendly operations. With



air superiority, the enemy may still be able to oppose friendly air operations
in a limited area, at limited times, or at limited altitudes. With air
supremacy, enemy air operations may be disregarded all the time,
everywhere. The relative difference in the enemy’s ability to interfere is the
key distinction between definitions.

These definitions can be expanded to include the enemy’s ability to mount
his own air operations in the face of friendly opposition.1? With this extended
definition, air superiority allows friendly forces to conduct operations with
minimal air resistance, while, at the same time, denying the enemy the
ability to conduct his own effective air operations. Extending this same
consideration of enemy abilities to the air supremacy definition, when
friendly forces possess air supremacy, the enemy can't resist friendly air
operations or mount air operations of his own.

Changes in the nature of the modern air battle make a further look at
these definitions necessary. Which systems are included in this air
dominance? Does air superiority include only manned aircraft? Does it extend
to the unmanned reconnaissance, surveillance, and attack assets that are
proliferating on the battlefield? Does it include only atmospheric threats, or
does it extend to ballistic missiles and space systems? These new problems
challenge the old definitions and concepts of the counterair battle. Joint force
commanders expect the freedom promised by the JCS’'s air supremacy
definition. To provide it, future counterair forces must be prepared to counter
all the systems that move through the air and space.

In addition to the degree of control required, and the types of systems that
must be countered, the time required to establish control of the air adds a
final distinction between air dominance conditions. By rapidly establishing
air superiority, in contrast to a gradual conquest of the air, friendly forces
may gain significant leverage.1?2 A well-trained and equipped counterair force
can achieve an important attrition rate advantage over a less prepared force
in the confused opening moments of a campaign. In addition, the impact of
shock and dislocation may magnify physical efforts and further decrease the
enemy’s effectiveness.

This initial advantage can eliminate the reaction time that would allow
enemy forces to regroup and develop the countermeasures required to reverse
the situation. In addition, if the enemy’s plans depended on a successful
challenge to initial friendly air dominance, the rapid loss of his air options
may threaten his entire military strategy. If air supremacy